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I guess you could say I’ve been doing art work with a certain 
amount of crazed commitment since 1965. There had been earlier 
stuff. Some of it was even quite ambitious. But the real calling 
came in ‘65 when I was working as an attendant in a strange, 
posh nut house in White Plains, New York. 

It was strange in the sense that the moment you entered it, 
it was like stepping back in time. Nothing along the long, 
maroon-carpeted visitor’s hall looked any more recent than 1930 


\a 


+4 NY; \ wil | 
Ts T-s/ | 


in design or style, though nothing was particularly shabby. The 
place fascinated me. I was a good combination of things for the 
job: compassionate and physically strong. They both came in 
handy. I haven’t even scratched the surface of what I saw there 
in my comics. 

It was decidedly the most interesting of a string of jobs I'd 
gone through since getting out of the Norwegian Merchant 
Marine. I’d shipped out of Brooklyn in °64, after leaving art 


school. I didn’t fit in too well at art school. I was passing, but 
there wasn’t any real commitment on my part. I felt a certain 
creative calling, but art school just wasn’t feeding it. 

Anyway, one day at the nut house I captured an escaping pa- 
tient. I didn’t feel particularly good about it, it was just one of 
those him-or-me situations. My supervisor saw it all and pro- 
moted me to the graveyard shift, something I'd been pushing 
for for a while. Now I had it made. Not much happened bet- 
ween midnight and seven a.m. Well. . .sometimes when a full 
moon was out all hell would break loose. And once in a while 
somebody in one of the geriatric wards would die, and I'd have 
to help lug the body down to the morgue in the basement. And 
what a morgue! Right out of Frankenstein! With substantial old 
oaken doors on twin refrigerated body compartments and a wall 
of shelves full of body parts in jars of liquid, mostly brains, with 
names of the former owners on peeling labels. Once while look- 
ing over these specimens I spotted a small, thin container about 
the size of an olive jar. In it was a perfectly formed human fetus, 
perfect except for an ugly gash on its forehead. 

But mostly all I had to do was keep an eye on things. I sat 
in a big easy chair and read. . .and thought about things. I did 
plenty of thinking, all about the nowhere jobs I’d been going 
through and, more to the point, that big old lonesome road 
waiting out there for me. Out of all that reading and thinking 
eventually came a more focused sense of artistic commitment. 
The immediate catalyst seemed to be poetry, which was rather 
odd since, while I consider myself a cultured person, I’ve always 
had something approaching a tin ear for poetry. But, for a brief 
time on the nut house graveyard shift, I began reading it. My 
favorites were Poe, Rimbaud, Baudelaire, Longfellow, and partic- 
ularly William Blake. Maybe I was ready for anything to light 
a fire under me, but while reading that stuff I suddenly became 
remotivated to give art another shot. A lot of years have gone 
by since then, but in a way I’m still blasting along on that same 
head of steam that started back at the nut house. 

I started painting in oils during my off-duty hours. Consider- 
ing my lack of skill, some of these paintings weren’t too bad. 
They were at least interesting. In fact, it wasn’t long before I 
was selling a few through a local gallery. I got a better job as 
a child care worker. Things were looking up. 

Another significant contributing factor in my artistic develop- 
ment at this time was a reconciliation with my brother Simon. 
He was then living a rather reckless life as a sort of pre-hippie 
in Greenwich Village. One day we took a mescaline trip together 
which became a highly spiritual experience, turning us from 
volatile near-enemies (as we had been all our lives) to the best 
of friends (which we still are to this day). He became an _artis- 
tic mentor to me. 

Now Simon, unlike myself, had never stopped reading comic 
books, and at this time he was steeped in Marvel comics. Say 
what one will about these books, Simon knew their good points 
and could speak eloquently about them. Soon I was following 
the better work of Jack Kirby, Steve Ditko, and especially Bill 
Everett. Those books might not have been quote unquote art, 
but they did demonstrate to me a certain potential for the comic 
medium that I hadn’t seriously considered before. 

And there was one other influence. One night at the nut house 
I was paging through an issue of Redbook which reprinted two 
beautiful color Little Nemo in Slumberland Sunday pages by 
Winsor McCay, circa 1907. Boy! Did they ever knock my eyes 
out! About a year later, the Metropolitan Museum of Art did 
a whole show of McCay’s stuff. It blew my mind, and in its 
own curious way began to influence my artwork. I qualify that 
statement because two of McCay’s strong suits, good anatomy 
and striking perspective, were about as remote from my artistic 
bag of tricks as anything could possibly be. Nevertheless I was 
trying, by some odd form of osmosis, to get some of that McCay 
sense of wonder and magic in my work. 

Over a period of months my artwork began to evolve into com- 


ic strips. It was an uncertain move to make. My paintings at 
that time were semi-abstract; expressionistic with a fairly strong 
sense of color and design. The fact is, as long as I stayed within 
that limited frame of reference my work looked fairly profes- 
sional, but as my work got more and more into the comics arena, 
I was gradually exposed as a rank amateur for all to see. To cover 
this up, at least a little, most of my first strips featured a black 
cat who I later named Waldo. He was based on one of that vast 
army of anonymous cats that populated the old Aesop’s Fables 
animated cartoons, a television mainstay of my childhood. Waldo 
was a lot easier to draw than a human character. 

About this time I showed one of my co-workers some of these 
early comics. He said to me, “Hey, these are better than Cap- 
tain High!” When I reacted blankly, he explained that Captain 
High was a comic strip running in a New York underground 
paper called East Village Other, or EVO for short. He was right. 
Captain High had its points, but neither it nor any of the other 
early EVO strips were drawn with any more skill than mine. 

Not too many months later I quit my job and, with $500 I 
had saved, moved to a $38.50 a month slum apartment on New 
York’s Lower East Side. One of the first things I did was visit 
EVO with my samples. The editor told me my comics weren't 
psychedelic enough. I went back to my apartment, smoked a 
bunch of marijuana, and came up with ‘Sunshine Girl.” These 
strips were crudely drawn, vaguely Marvelesque (with a lot of 
other strange stuff thrown in), and, oh yes, psychedelic. They 
must have been, because when I showed them at the EVO office, 
they went over like gangbusters. I was in! Published! No pay, 
but what did I care? I had 500 dollars! 

A few months later my luck and my money were wearing thin. 
My girlfriend, a lovely, bright, black girl, bailed out on me and 
it damn near killed me. I started living dangerously. Art went 
down the tubes and drugs and drink got way out of hand. 

Then one day late in ’67, I visited a place I’d heard about called 
the Integral Yoga Institute, run by Swami Sachidenanda. Maybe 
I was just overdue to return to sanity. Maybe there was more 
to it than that. In any event, the effect of that visit was startling, 
to say the least. From the moment I started chanting mantras 
there, I felt somehow profoundly redeemed. From that moment 
the desire for drink left me as easily as taking off an overcoat. 
For the next five months I was an enthusiastic, messianic devotee 
of Sachidenanda. I completely refurbished my life. I took a civil 
service test and got a good paying job with the post office. I 
started taking night courses at my old art school in Brooklyn. 
I felt sane, well-adjusted, and (dare I say it?) rather happy. 

But at the same time all the fire went out of my artwork. I 
wasn’t greatly concerned. I felt I was getting a clearer perspec- 
tive about art’s proper place in the grand scheme of things. Then 
a couple of things happened. 

EVO had undergone its own transformation over this time also. 
Its publisher, Walter Bowart, met and married Andrew Mellon’s 
granddaughter, a fabulously wealthy woman. Exit Walter Bowart. 
The initial result for EVO was a sharp decline in quality. 

I never liked Walter, but he did have a certain flair for show- 
manship. His successor was a big, beefy ex-accountant named 
Joel Fabricant. A less likely successor would be hard to imagine. 
Joel was crude, obnoxious, and no hippie. He voted Republican 
and didn’t even read EVO. If someone got on the wrong side 
of him he could and would kick ass. I saw him do just that on 
more than one occasion. But where Walter was a flower power 
kind of guy and basically jivey, I was soon to learn that Joel, 
whatever else he might have been, was a fundamentally decent 
man. 

One day in 1968 I went over to EVO headquarters over Fillmore 
East on Second Avenue. I wasn’t doing strips any more, but I 
had a classified ad selling Sunshine Girl buttons and I was in 
the habit of dropping by every couple of weeks to pick up orders. 
As I picked up my mail I was suddenly cornered by Joel. He 
ushered me into an office and offered me a cigarette. As I de- 
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clined Joel maniacally went into his spiel. He admitted he didn’t 
read EVO, but he was nevertheless determined to upgrade its 
quality. To that end, he wanted me to do comics for it again. 
With a benevolently beatific smile, I started to politely decline, 
and got up to leave. Joel told me to sit down and again offered 
me a cigarette. He told someone to send Spain in. 

I knew Spain only casually at the time. He'd been the paper’s 
chief illustrator during my first era at EVO. Joel said, ““Now 
Spain, don’t I pay you forty dollars a week to do a weekly comic 
strip and other illustrations as needed?”” 

“Yeah, right,” said Spain. 

Joel looked my way with a penetrating stare. He wasn’t flat 
out offering me the same deal, but the implication that it could 
be had was fairly clear. The encounter had me so rattled that 
I went right over to the Integral Yoga Institute to get a grip on 
things. Soon I was working on a new page for EVO, and boy 
what a stinker it was! But Joel took it and paid cash. I did a 
few more strips that were a little better. I quit my job at the post 
office and soon I too was making 40 a week at EVO. I realize 
that may not seem like much by today’s standards, but I honest- 
ly think it was just about the greatest thing that ever happened 
to me. If I live to be a hundred I'll never forget Joel Fabricant. 
I loved that man. 

The other event was the mugging described in “Two Jews 
From Yonkers.” Virtually everything in that story is true, though 
the time sequence has been juggled around to make it a better 
yarn. Also, Spain, rather than my brother, was actually my room- 


mate during that period. As much as I respected the Integral 
Yoga Institute, I just wasn’t fitting into the scheme of things any 
longer. And so, I was soon a beer-drinking, dope-smoking, 
comic-drawing fool again. Except that now I was making 40 
dollars a week! 

It’s been a long, rocky, albeit interesting, road since then. I 
was part of the great lemming-like mass exodus to California 
that so many cartoonists made during 1969 and *70. I guess we 
were all looking for the great underground comics El Dorado 
going on out there. 

I found it. The next few years were hectic, but creative magic 
definitely seemed to be in the air. 

When the initial marketplace novelty of underground comics 
wore off rather abruptly in the middle of 1972, I was just get- 
ting warmed up and in no mood to throw in the towel. 

A lot of comics have crossed my board and some of the best 
of them are reprinted here. My feeling is that over the years my 
relationship to comics has undergone a slowly improving 
metamorphosis. I used to feel like they were driving me crazy. 
Now I think they help keep me sane. It took me ten years to 
reach the point where I felt as though I actually liked drawing 
them, and another ten to really love it. And why not? This is 
one hell of an exciting medium with a /or of untapped potential! 

In spite of the fact that comics have been with us since slight- 
ly before the turn of the century, it’s my feeling that they’ve 
generally been in more of a state of arrested development than 
other media that emerged around that time, like movies and 


recorded music. Underground comics did much to change that 
situation for the better, and I’m very proud to have played a part 
in that. Twenty years later we see a whole new generation of 
comic artists building on this breakthrough. I kind of feel as 
though right now, we’re in both the Golden Age and (possibly) 
the twilight of the comic strip medium. In twenty years people 


will probably be walking around with little video movie viewers. 
Anything could happen. So what? 

Right now is what concerns me. And right now there is a 
wonderful feeling of creativity in the air. The comic strip medium 
is blooming and I’m quite thrilled to still be a part of it all. 

—KIM DEITCH ’89 
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